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ON IMPROVING THE FOURTH ESTATE 
The Fourth Estate, commonly referred to as the ‘media’, or vice versa, has an interesting type of power. 
It is typically protected by the commonly known right to ‘freedom of speech’. And the practice of 
presenting information to an audience is usually bound by a code of ethics which journalists, editors, 
and owners of media bodies are to be trusted to use. This is of course rather naïve as many of us are 
well aware of shocking media bias, misinformation, and disinformation (the omission of information, 
usually done by state media in places like North Korea). However, the media is extremely important and 
is the main source of information for individuals in many, if not most, current societies. And because of 
this it is important to protect it, perhaps from itself. 
I am starting to get into researching how we might apply certain endemic governance problems to 
bodies (like the media) which are often associated with governments. Can we increase the 
accountability of information being presented by a specific news source? Can we demand a minimum 
level of transparency so that individuals may adequately defend themselves in cases of slander from 
tabloids or larger news bodies they might have fallen afoul of? Is there a way to make the kind of news 
presented more representative to the overall interests of a citizenry (instead of an audience)? Is there a 
way to see if a news source is dumping a lot of political spin on us? Ultimately, can we kick corrupt 
practices out of media by mitigating the aforementioned problems? 
These are big questions and they deserve to be answered. If we were to call up a specific news source 
and ask them where they got their information from, we are at the complete mercy of the journalist or 
editor as they could simply say they cannot reveal the source. And in many cases this is very important 
especially when it comes to whistleblowers or informants. But surely there is a way to increase the 
transparency of how arguments and perspectives in the media are formulated (similar to how academic 
works are written) so that the audience can be better informed. It is difficult to know if a news source is 
presenting rather skewed information to please its corporate or political sponsors which is why we are 
taught not to trust any one singular news source but to diversify to try and get a ‘balanced opinion’. And 
I agree with that, it’s good practice. Yet, who has the time?  
I think it would be a favourable circumstance if we had the capacity to ring up a local newspaper or log 
an inquiry with an international news provider for them to explain how they came to a certain 
conclusion: in essence to defend their position and substantiate their claims. I feel that there is an 
imbalance of power between us as viewers and citizens and them as information investigators and 
providers. We should have a ‘freedom to know’ or a ‘freedom to trust’ (like we want with our 
governments) to go along with the very powerful ‘freedom of speech’.  
There is also the potential of establishing an independent committee (either through civil society or 
government) to engage periodic and random investigations into the integrity of information provided by 
the media. And this is happening to a limited extent by media watchdogs. What I am referring to here is 
a body with a little more bite which may just serve to keep the unsavoury practices in the media to a 
minimum if not completely remove them. Once more we are confronted with the problems of logistics, 
public policy formation, and simply the difficult legality of it all. There’s a lot to look into which is why 
this is such an interesting field of research.  
The theoretical argumentation of accountability, transparency, representation, and anti-corruption in 
the media is a growing field of study and there is lots of room for scholars to contribute to. Although the 
Social Sciences at QUT as a faculty are now gone, there are still a great deal of very active and very 
intelligent social scientists working at QUT in different faculties. Should you be interested in diving into a 
specific aspect of this research (again, it’s wide open so you’ll be making a good contribution to 
humanity) look to go under, inter alia, Professor Clive Bean, Professor Gavin Kendall, Associate Professor 
Barbara Adkins, and Dr. Lee Duffield.  
